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House of Burgess: Remember why 
Kaepernick knelt to anthem 


It was about calling attention to injustice 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


The last game now former San Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin 
Kaepernick played in the National Football League was the final game of 
the 2016 regular season. It was a New Year’s Day loss to the Seattle 
Seahawks, 25-23. Two months later he became a free agent. Since then, not 


one of the 32 NFL teams has hired him for one of the 64 available 


quarterback or back-up quarterback positions, even though several 


demonstrably less accomplished athletes have found employment. 


There is a very obvious reason for this apparent blackballing, even if none 


of the franchise owners are willing to come right out and say it. 


As I wrote in my Aug. 31, 2016 column, “Kaepernick follows Ali, Smith, 
Carlos,” starting with last season’s preseason games, Kaepernick quietly 
refused to stand for the playing of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” I’m re- 
printing his original response to questions over his reasoning because I 


think it’s been sadly lost in the past few days. 


“I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that 
oppresses black people and people of color,” Kaepernick told NFL Media’s 
Steve Wyche on Aug. 27, 2016. “To me, this is bigger than football and it 
would be selfish on my part to look the other way. There are bodies in the 


street and people getting paid leave and getting away with murder.” 


I want you to pause and re-read that paragraph once more before we move 
on to President Donald Trump’s comments Friday during a campaign rally 
for Senate candidate Luther Strange in Huntsville, Alabama. Keep in mind 
by the time Trump’s words left his lips, Kaepernick was pretty much already 
effectively professionally neutralized. What happened next ignited a new, 


far hotter firestorm. 


“Wouldn't you love to see one of these NFL owners, when somebody 
disrespects our flag, to say, ‘Get that son of bitch off the field right now, out, 
he’s fired. He’s fired!’” Trump said to cheers. “You know some owner is 
gonna do that. ... They’ll be the most popular person in the country. ... 
People like yourselves turn on television and you see those people taking 
the knee when they’re playing our great national anthem. The only thing 
you could do better is if you see it, even if it’s one player, leave the stadium. 


I guarantee things will stop.” 


Things did not stop. What Trump did do was slyly move the focus away from 
the actual issues at hand. You probably already know what happened 
Sunday. Hundreds of players, many coaches and even several owners either 
locked arms, knelt or both. Multiple teams released statements condemning 
Trump’s remarks. Neither the Seahawks nor the Tennessee Titans left the 
locker room during the anthem. Same for the Pittsburgh Steelers, except for 


tackle Alejandro Villanueva, a veteran. He later apologized. 


“He never sought to stand alone in front of — and apart from — his Steelers 
teammates at Soldier Field on Sunday, Villanueva said in his first public 
comments since finding himself at the center of the controversy 
surrounding player protests across the NFL,” reported the Pittsburgh 
Tribune-Review’s Joe Rutter and Chris Adamski on Monday. 
“Unfortunately, I threw them under the bus unintentionally,’ Villanueva 


said.” 


Even some of the anthem’s singers took a stand, so to speak. Before the 
Atlanta Falcons and Detroit Lions game, Rico Lavelle finished his rendition 
on one knee with a fist in the air. Meghan Linsey also took a knee as she 


finished singing before the Titans vs. Seahawks game. 


After all this, though, what are we left with? Kaepernick is still out of work 
for taking a principled stand back when he was all by himself. The issues he 
raised continue to fester as the focus shifts to a targeted rebuke of our 
president’s deranged verbal assault. As the football season trudges on 
under this black cloud of Trump-fueled division and controversy, let us 
remind ourselves why Kaepernick put his livelihood on the line in the first 


place. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune city editor, may be reached via email at 


rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com. 


